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Abstract 
The cornerstone of Adler’s view of human behavior, Gemeinschaftsgefühl (referring to social interest), is considered a major 
factor in promoting adjustment of the individual. The present research investigates the social interest development among high 
school students. The findings indicate that the female students scored higher in the subscale 1, the Sense of Connectedness, and
lower in the subscale 2, the Sense of Hostility, than did the male students. The study also confirmed the positive correlation 
between social interest and education level.  An Adlerian group counseling format in local high school setting is also discussed in 
the paper. 
Keywords: Socail interest; adolescents; group counseling; chinese culture. 
1. Introduction 
The influence of Adler’s individual psychology in professional counseling has been recognized for some time. 
The similarity of basic principles of humanistic psychology to individual psychology has been noted. Ansbacher 
(1971, 1990) maintained that the basic premises of humanistic psychology are essentially the same as Adler’s. The 
theoretical assumptions of the three leading cofounders of humanistic psychology, Abraham Maslow, Rollo May, 
and Carl Rogers, were directly influenced by Adlerian theory. Ellis (1970) also acknowledged the influence of Adler 
in developing his own system of Rational Emotive Therapy. Adler was not only a precursor of counseling, but also 
had a direct influence on counseling through its leading cofounders. Thus it is necessary to revisit social interest, one 
of the core concepts in individual psychology.  
Present paper examined the notion of Gemeinschaftsgefuhl, generally translated as social interest, which is the 
key construct in Individual Psychology, founded by Alfred Adler. Specifically, the study investigated social interest 
among Hong Kong youth. Results showed significant gender and education level differences in the scoring of social 
interest. In response to the research findings, Adlerian group counseling model with the youth was suggested with 
an aim to foster social interest.  
I. Social Interest and Chinese Culture 
Individual psychology employs a holistic approach to understanding the individual. The theory assumed that 
humans are indivisible, social and goal-directed beings. People are motivated by social factors and are the creators 
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of their own thoughts, feelings and behaviors. The principle motive in life is to strive for superiority and overcome 
feelings of inferiority by means of developing social interest. In the effort of striving, people base on subjective 
perceptions to create their life styles with personal fictional goals and private logic. Adlerian counseling aims at 
helping people correct mistaken goals and faulty logic to achieve a more objective view of reality and hence 
increase social interest (Mosak & Maniacci, 2008). According to the theory, healthy individuals are those strive to 
attain goals that provide them with a place in this world, in turn giving them security and enhancing self-esteem. 
As the most prominent construct in individual psychology, social interest has been broadly defined as an 
active interest in furthering the welfare of humankind (Adler, 1964). It is a valuing of things other than self, based 
on the human capacity to transcend the limits of the self and to identify with the needs and concerns of others. 
Bickhard and Ford (1976) also suggested that the construct be understood as “man-as-socius”, interpersonal being 
with the capacity to identify and empathize with others. This experience of identification and empathy enabled the 
person to cooperate with others and contribute to the whole humankind. Besides the capability of empathy, Mosak 
(1991) further stated that social interest involves a willingness to accept responsibility for oneself and others. In this 
regard, social interest has been considered as the criterion for mental health. Adler noted that people who can really 
meet and master the problem of life are capable in enriching all others. (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964). In contrast, 
the lack of social interest has been viewed as leading to problems in dealing with one’s life tasks which includes 
work, friendship and love (Mosak & Dreikurs, 1967). The poor social functioning and hence low social interest 
caused greater feelings of insecurity and inferiority and resulted in different forms of psychopathology. (Ansbacher, 
1990; Crandall, 1982)  
Taken into account of the distinctive concept of social interest as well as the contribution of individual 
psychology, it is argued that this counseling approach is highly applicable in Hong Kong context where Confucian 
philosophy is still the most influential framework for Chinese traditional thoughts, which stress collectivism rather 
than individualism.  The concepts of social interest which emphasize helping others, contributing to the social 
community, and maintaining social belonging fits well and supports the traditional value system of many Chinese 
families (Capuzzi & Gross, 1995; Hsu, 1981; Hui, 1988; Lau, 1992; Yuen, 2002).
     In Chinese families, children are brought up to refrain from being individualistic, assertive, and independent. 
Everyone is expected to play a defined role within accepted norms. Yuen (2002) maintained that Chinese are 
situation-centered. Their way of life encourages the individual to maintain a harmonious relationship with others. 
Like bricks in a wall, Chinese are dependent upon each other and they hold up the society as a whole. The wall is 
the network of human relations. Individuals are taught to subordinate their own wishes and ambitions for the 
common good. In North America, individual growth, development, and achievement are cultural values. Emphasis 
is placed on assisting children to become physically and psychologically separated from their parents. Individualism 
is the driving force behind the competitiveness and creativity that has pushed the society forward. Loose family ties, 
little community control, and weak traditions have given people leeway to strike out on their own without being 
hindered by sentimentality, convention, and tradition. 
II.  Studies on Social Interest 
Researches have been done to show constructs that are correlated with social interest. Most of them confirmed 
that social interest is positively correlated with happiness, mental health and cooperation. Crandall (1982) found that 
altruism and trustworthiness were positively correlated with social interest, whereas extreme response styles were 
negatively correlated with social interest. Another research done by Crandall (1984) stated that stress was 
significantly correlated with social interest. People with high social interest scored lower in depression, anxiety, 
hostility. Fish and Mozdzierz (1988) gave similar findings. They confirmed that high social interest subject had less 
depression, anxiety, hostility, better social adjustment and higher expectancies for success. Low social interest 
subject had higher insecurity and more affective disturbances. Dixon, Willingham, Chandler, & McDougal (1986) 
further suggested that high social interest subject rated themselves as happier and also having greater sense of 
humor. Zarski, Bubenzer, & West (1981) also showed significant negative correlation between social interest and 
mood disturbances. All findings are consistent with Adler’s theory of taking social interest as the criterion for 
mental health.  
Besides the correlation with mental health, social interest is also found to be correlated with sex, age and level 
of education. Researches showed females scored higher in social interest than males (Kaplan, 1978, Schneider & 
Reuterfors, 1981;). Concerning age and education level, Meunier & Royce (1988) pointed out positive relationship 
with age and Mozdzierz & Semyck (1981) showed higher education level subjects scored higher in social interest. 
Greever (1972) also found that male social interest increased significantly after a semester in higher education.  
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IV  Present Study on Social Interest in Hong Kong: SSSI-Chinese Version 
The present research investigated social interest among the high school students in Hong Kong, based on the 
Sulliman’s Scale of Social Interest (Sulliman, 1973) 
Method 
Participants and Procedure 
A total of 305 students from two secondary schools participated in the study. Of these, 180 were male and 116 
were female (9 did not indicate their gender), and 151 and 154 were from Grade 10 and Grade 12 respectively. Their 
ages ranged from 15 to 18.  
Measures
The SSSI-CV is a 50-item true-false scale to which individuals respond “yes” or “no.” The instrument was 
factor analyzed into two subscales: (1) “sense of connectedness” and (2) “sense of hostility.”  
Subscale 1: Sense of Connectedness 
Social interest is a community feeling and a willingness to cooperate with others to achieve communal goals 
rather than personal ones. It has been found to correlate positively with connectedness, altruism, and empathy (Bass, 
Curlette, Kern, & McWilliams, 2002; Crandall, 1981; Karcher & Lindwall, 2003;). As humans are social animal by 
nature, feeling connected to others is a prerequisite of human society and an important indicator of psychological 
health as well.  
Sense of connectedness includes a sense of belonging, involvement in the community, cooperation, and 
equality. Feeling belonged involves in positive, stable and lasting interpersonal relationship which are full of care 
and concern for each other’s welfare (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Community involvement enhances a person’s 
locus of control and empowerment to overcome the feelings of loneliness. Cooperation, a willingness to work 
together, emphasizes reciprocity among the group members which facilitates the development of mutual sharing and 
understanding. Equality is the belief confirming that people are of equal worth, regardless of their socio-economic 
hierarchies which differentiate individual identity status (Nikelly, 2005).  Examples of the Connectedness items 
include: “I have confidence in other people,” “I like to make new friends,” and “I like animals more than people.”  
Subscale 2: Sense of Hostility 
Hostility is an attitude which is demonstrated through acts such as violent tactics or relational aggression. This 
unhealthy behavior is demonstrated through acts such as bullying, gossip, and social exclusion. These acts are 
commonly prevalent and devastating to youth. Individual Psychology contends that people maintain hostility to 
bolster self-esteem and mask feelings of inferiority (Ansbacher, 1990; Froeschle, Mayorga, Castillo, & Hargrave, 
2008). This unhealthy means of striving for superiority affects mental health and adjustment through out life 
(Nikelly, 2005). Examples of the Hostility items include: “Some people do not deserve to live,” “Sometimes I like to 
hurt people,”  “To get ahead in this world, you have to step on people along the way.” 
V Result 
The results of our present study of social interest in Hong Kong youth are consistent with previous researches 
findings (Kaplan, 1978). Gender differences in social interest were assessed using a t test. Female (M = 35.96, SD = 
7.573), t (95%) = -4.522, p < .001, d = 277. Female students scored significantly higher than did male students. In 
subscale 1, the Sense of Connectedness, female scored significantly higher than did male. In subscale 2, the Sense of 
Hostility, Grade 10 male students’ score showed significantly higher hostility.  
This research provides support for the idea that females learn to value social relationships more than do males. 
Under the gender stereotype in the process of socialization, women are socialized to be people-oriented, caring, 
empathic and co-operative, while men are taught to be competitive, independent and task-oriented.
The positive correlation between age and education background with social interest also supported for the 
theory that social interest is developmental. Certain education experiences and social life can promote important 
growth (Greever, 1972; Mozdzierz & Semyck, 1981). In that sense, group counseling for the youth is particularly 
applicable to foster social interest and therefore, Adlerian group counseling model is suggested for young people to 
re-orient their lifestyle, to change faulty motivation, to feel a sense of equality with others and finally become 
contributing members of society (Brigman & Molins, 1999). 
(VI)  Intervention Program for High School Students  
Phase 1 – Rapport Building 
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In the first stage, emphasis is placed on establishing good therapeutic relationship that base on cooperation and 
mutual respect. By expressing genuineness, acceptance and deep understanding, counselor encourages students to be 
active in participation and therefore facilitate them to learn skills for developing empathy to others. A hallmark of 
Adlerian counseling is its emphasis on the egalitarian relationship. Therapist and students make contract together to 
set counseling objectives and responsibilities of both parties. The desire to achieve mutual agreed goals becomes the 
basis of the rapport. In the initial stage group process for the youth, alignment of goals and group expectations 
should be clarified. Group structures and norms such as duration and frequency of meetings, confidentiality, 
punctuality, participation, and level of expressiveness need to be stated clearly to avoid confusions. 
Phase 2 – Life Style Investigation (Appendix one) 
The aim of this phase is to understand students’ life-style and the current functioning in all life tasks. Their 
fictional goals and private logic are analyzed. This process involves investigating family constellations and early 
recollections. Interaction between group members also provides references for the assessment (Mosak, 1972).  
     Students are asked to fill in a family constellation questionnaires that explore their self-perception on family-of-
origin. The questionnaire consists of the size of family, age differences of siblings, birth order, personality traits of 
each family members, as well as dynamics in the family. The focus of attention is to explore how family dynamics 
contributes person’s current life-style. 
     Another activity is to encourage students to share their early recollections which include specific incidences with 
the thought and feelings about these events. Specific reoccurring childhood dreams can also be treated as early 
recollection. Adlerian psychology notes that people selectively remember events that are consistent with current 
perception and private logic. Counselor is to investigate the underlying main theme and patterns. 
     Through the exploration of the early childhood experience and the dynamics in family-of-origin, a pattern of 
basic mistaken beliefs in each of the group member may be revealed. Mosak (1971) suggested five types of basic 
mistakes: (1) over-generalization (2) impossible goals, (3) misperceptions of life and its demands, (4) denial of one’s 
basic worth, and (5) faulty values. Therapist is responsible for facilitating group members to assess and discuss their 
own private logic.  
Phase 3 – Insight Development 
     From Adlerian perspective, insight is not a prerequisite for change. Rather it is an understanding translated into 
constructive action (Mosak, 1971). Counselor helps students see why they behave and function as the ways they are 
in order to generate a wider range of alternatives. 
      Psychological investigations include not only dealing with mistaken beliefs but also exploring students’ strength 
and asset. Adlerians put great emphasis on the process of encourage which help group members realize their own 
power and positive qualities. Group members are therefore suggested to explore each other personal strengths in 
order to empower group mates to choose and act differently in future.  
     Interpretation, as a technique to bring insight, can be promoted by both counselor and group members. In group 
context, students can easily compare their goals and lifestyle with others. By the comparison, they are facilitated to 
help each other gain insight into their own lifestyle, fictional goals and private logic. By adopting interpretation as a 
technique, counselor promotes empathic and intuitive guesses among group members.  
Phase 4 – Reorientation 
    During the action phase of a group, students are challenged to make new changes for the life tasks in a socially 
useful manner and hence to develop a higher level of social interest. Students are asked to set action plans for their 
goals of life tasks. Based on different opinions from the group, students will have more alternatives to make new 
changes. Then a more realistic action plan can be finalized at this stage. Counselor summarizes the real issues of 
each member and challenges if they are open to take advices and inputs from other members (Froeschle & Riney, 
2008). Students are also suggested to generate as many possible solutions and options as possible. Through the 
exchange and sharing of ideas, social interest can be developed as students learn to move away from self-absorption 
and withdrawal toward a mutual help pattern. 
VII Discussion 
Social interest, defined as an active interest in the welfare of humankind, is in line with the traditional 
Confucian philosophy, which is characterized by a striving to be part of a community that leads to cooperation with 
others and meaningful contributions to the progression of humankind ( Crandall, 1981; Hanna, 1996). Results of this 
investigation show that the various dimensions of social interest are verified. The findings of the revised version of 
SSSI support Adlerian theory and the conclusions of prior researchers. The reliability and validity of SSSI – CI in 
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accessing social interest level in Chinese youths were testified. It would be a small step towards a right direction to 
research Adlerian principles in the Chinese culture.     
As far as how the social interest among the Chinese youths develop is concerned, we conclude that social interest 
is innate but need to be learned to develop. An Adlerian group approach is particularly suitable to develop the social 
interest which entails the sense of belonging in a community and the traits associated with an authentic willingness 
to contribute to the community, a friendly attitude to people, and a genuine concern to the welfare of others. By 
promoting the social interest, the general mental health among the youth can be improved. 
Appendix 1 
ULifestyle Analysis
I. Name: 
What do you expect from the counseling? 
II. Self-evaluation: Life tasks 
                                         Unsatisfactory           satisfactory 
a. Work/study                            1     ----------------  5 
b. Interpersonal relationship          1     ----------------  5 
c. Gender role                                1 ----------------  5  
d. Heterosexual relationship          1     ----------------  5 
e. Self-image    1     ----------------  5 
III. Family constellation 
a. Family members 
b) Rating of Siblings
  Name                  Age               Relationship  
1. ________________________________________________________________
2. ________________________________________________________________

3. ________________________________________________________________

4. ________________________________________________________________

5. ________________________________________________________________

6. ________________________________________________________________

7. ________________________________________________________________
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Characteristics        Most            Least 
1. HelpingaroundtheHouse

2. Intelligence

3. BestgradesinSchool

4. Rebellious

5. Conforming

6. Mostathletic

7. Senseofhumor

8. Tryingtoplease

9. Criticalofothers

10.Selfishness

11.Materialistic

12.Hardestworker

13.SensitiveͲEasilyHurt

14.Attractive

15.TemperTantrums
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c) Further Sibling Description 
1. Sibling most different from me. 
__________________________________________________________________
2. Sibling most like me.  
__________________________________________________________________
3. Which played together?  
__________________________________________________________________
4. Who fought and argued? 
_________________________________________________________________
5. Who took care of whom? 
_________________________________________________________________
6. Who had an unusual achievement? 
_________________________________________________________________
7. What was my role in the peer group?  
_________________________________________________________________
8. What grade school subjects did I like best?  
_________________________________________________________________
9. Childhood fears?  
_________________________________________________________________
10. Childhood ambitions?  
_________________________________________________________________
11. What was my family’s position in the community?  
_________________________________________________________________
12. What was the most important family values?  
__________________________________________________________________
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d) Parental Figures 
Father’s Name:                  Age:        Occupation:  
Personality: _______________________________________________________
Relationship to children? ____________________________________________ 
Ambition for children? ______________________________________________ 
Favorite and why? _________________________________________________ 
Sibling most like father, and in what ways? ______________________________  
_________________________________________________________________
My view as child: __________________________________________________ 
My relationship with father: _________________________________________ 
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Mother’s Name                Age:        Occupation: 
Personality: _______________________________________________________
Relationship to children? ____________________________________________ 
Ambition for children? ______________________________________________ 
Favorite and why? _________________________________________________ 
Sibling most like father, and in what ways? ______________________________  
_________________________________________________________________
My view as child: __________________________________________________ 
My relationship with mother: _________________________________________ 
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e) How was the parental relationship?  
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
f) Were there any other people live together with your family?  
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
IV) Early Recollection (e.g. special incidence, aspirations, etc) 
Content:
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
Feeling at that moment:  
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
V Medical History (e.g. illness, accident or feeling about body change during puberty) 
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
References
Adler, A. (1964). Social interest: A challenge to mankind. New York: Capricorn. 
Ansbacher, H. L. (1971). Alfred Adler and humanistic psychology. Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 11, 53 – 63. 
Ansbacher, H. L. (1990). The concept of social interest. Individual Psychology, 47, 28-46. 
Ansbacher, H. L. & Ansbacher, R. R. (Eds.). (1964). Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler. New York: Harper Torchbook. 
Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal attachments as fundamental motivation. Psychological 
Bulletin, 117, 497 – 529. 
Bass, M. L., Curlette, W. M., Kern, R. M., & McWilliams, A. E. (2002). Social Interest: A meta- analysis of a multidimensional construct. The 
Journal of Individual Psychology, 58, 4 – 34. 
Bickhard, M. & Ford, B. L. (1976). Adler’s concept of social interest: A critical explication. Individual Psychology, 32, 27 – 49. 
Brigman, G. & Molins, B. (1999). Developing social interest and enhancing school success skills: A service learning approach. Journal of 
Individual Psychology, 55, 342-354.  
Capuzzi, D., & Gross, D. (1995). Counseling and psychotherapy: Theories and interventions. Columbus: Prentice-Hall. 
Carlson, J. M., & Carlson, J. D. (2000). The application of Adlerian psychotherapy with Asian-American clients. Journal of Individual 
Psychology, 56, 214-225. 
Crandall, J. E. (1981). Theory and measurement of social interest: Empirical tests of Alfred Adler’s concept. New York: Columbia University 
Press.
Crandall, J. E. (1982). Social interest, extreme response style, and implications for adjustment. Journal of Research in Personality, 16, 82 – 89. 
Crandall, J. E. (1984). Social interest as a moderator of life stress. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 164-174. 
Tom Yuen / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 5 (2010) 2047–2057 2057
Dixon, P. N., Willingham, W. K., Chandler, C. K. & McDougal, K. (1986). Relating social interest and dogmatism to happiness and sense of 
humor. Individual Psychology, 42, 421 – 427. 
Ellis, A. (1970). Humanism, values, rationality, in tribute to Alfred Adler on his 100th birthday. Journal of Indivudual Psychology. 26, 11 – 12. 
Fish, R. C., Mozdzierz, G. L. (1988). Validation of the Sulliman Scale Social interest with psychotherapy outpatients. Individual Psychology, 44, 
307 – 315. 
Froeschle, J. G., Mayorga, M., Castillo, Y., Hargrave, T. (2008). Implementing strategies to heal the mental anguish caused by cyberbullying. 
Middle School Journal, 39, 30 – 35. 
Froeschle, J. G. & Riney, M. (2008). Using Adlerian art therapy to prevent social aggression among middle school students. Journal of Individual 
Psychology, 64, 416-431. 
Greever, K. B. (1972). An Adlerian approach to measuring change in entering freshmen after one semester in an open-door college. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, West Virginia University.
Hanna, F. J. (1996). Community feeling and intersubjectivity: A phenomenological framework. Journal of Individual Psychology, 52, 22 – 30. 
Hsu, F. L. K. (1981). Americans and Chinese: Passage to Difference. (3 rd ed.). Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii. 
Hui, C. H. (1988). Measurement of individualism-collectivism. Journal of Research in Personality, 22, 17 -36. 
Kaplan, H. (1978). Sex differences in social interest. Journal of Individual Psychology, 34, 206-209. 
Karcher, M. J. & Lindwall, J. (2003). Social interest, connectedness, and challenging experiences: What makes high school mentors persist? 
Journal of Individual Psychology, 59, 293 – 315. 
Lau, S. (1992). Collectivism’s individualism: Values preference, personal control, and the desire for freedom among Chinese in mainland China, 
Hong Kong, and Singapore. Personality and Individual Difference, 13, 361 – 366. 
Meunier, G. F. & Royce, S. (1988). Age and social interest. Individual Psychology, 44, 49 – 52. 
Mosak, H. H. (1971). Strategies for behavior change in schools: Consultation strategies. Counseling Psychologist. 3, 58 – 62.  
Mosak, H. H. (1991). “I don’t have social interest.”: Social interest as construct. Individual Psychology, 47, 309 – 320. 
Mosak, H. H. (1972). Life style assessment: A demonstration based on family contellellation. Journal of Individual Psychology, 28, 232 – 247. 
Mosak, H. H. & Dreikurs, R. (1967). The life tasks. III. The fifth life task. Inidividual Psychologist, 5, 16 -22.
Mosak, H. H. & Maniacci, M. P. (2008). Adlerian psychotherapy. In R. J. Corsini (ed.). Current Psychotherapies. Itasca, Ill.: F. E. Peacock. 
Mozdzierz, G. J. & Semyck, R. W. (1981). Further validation of the Social Interest Index with male alcoholics. Journal of Personality 
Assessment, 45, 79 – 84. 
Nikelly, A. G. (2005). Positive health outcomes of social interest. The Journal of Individual Psychology, 61, 329-342. 
Schneider, L. J., Reuterfors, D. L. (1981). The impact of birth order and sex on social interest. Journal of Individual Psychology, 37, 102 – 106. 
Sulliman, J. R. (1973). The development of a scale for the measurement of social interest. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Florida State 
University, Tallahassee. 
Sweeney, T. (1989). Adlerian counseling: A practical approach for a new decade. Muncie, Ind. : Accelerated Development. 
Yuen, T., Landreth, G., & Baggerly, J. (2002). Filial therapy with immigrant Chinese families. International Journal of Play Therapy. 11, 63 – 
90.
Zarski, J. J. Bubenzer, D. L., & West, J. D. (1981). Social interest, life changes, and mood states. American Mental Health Counselors 
Association Journal, 3, 17 – 34. 
